In recent years there has been growing appreciation of the importance of the study of language and literary production for understanding the dynamics of late medieval English politics. The late fourteenth century has proved to be especially fertile ground in this respect, for there was in that period a dramatic upsurge of political and politicised writing as a result of prolonged and, on occasion, profound failures of kingship.
1 Nevertheless, while an emphasis on the linguistic and literary representations of the deeds of the men-and occasionally womenwho shaped politics in this period offers exciting new interdisciplinary possibilities, it also presents a number of methodological challenges as to why certain language was used and what, exactly, it signified to contemporaries. What criteria, for example, should be used to judge the political significance or meaning of a single word or group of words? How can the intention of those who wrote these words be fully and accurately discerned? How far can analysis of language be taken without running the risk of losing sight of the original meaning of the document?
2 And, finally, how explicitly should the use of language be linked to the expression and projection of power and authority?
In this discussion I explore these methodological problems by considering the vocabulary used to frame private petitions-that is to say, written requests brought to the king's attention in Parliament which promoted the 'private' interests of individuals or communities.
3 My particular concern is to explain a dramatic transformation in the way in which the writers of private petitions addressed the king in their requests. This formed part of a wider emphasis on the ornamentation of formal language, a phenomenon which John Burnley labelled 'curial prose' in 516 EHR, CXXIX. 538 (June. 2014) Kingship, parliament and the Court a very important article published in the 1980s. 4 Burnley overturned an older view which held that curial prose was primarily a development of the fifteenth century, and a facet of the English language in particular, by tracing back in time the main characteristics of this new linguistic style in both the French and Latin languages. This article reinforces Burnley's conclusions about the importance of the French language in providing the bedrock for the curial prose of later periods-for petitions in the fourteenth century were routinely written in French 5 -but attempts to place these linguistic changes within a broader historical context. The change that took place in the way in which petitions were addressed was substantial. Early in the fourteenth century, petitions were typically addressed in a perfunctory and utilitarian manner, such as 'A nostre Seignur le Roy et a son conseil prie N…' (1333). 6 By the last decades of the fourteenth century, however, it had become the convention for the king (and Lords and Commons when mentioned) to be apostrophised with multiple adjectival superlatives, using the prefix tres-to emphasise the special qualities attributed to them, and for petitioners to cast themselves in a markedly deferential light, as in the formula 'A tresexcellent trespuissant et tresgracious Seignur nostre tresdoute Seignur le Roy et as tressage Seignurs dicest present parlement … Monstront treshumblement voz liges N' of 1394. 7 The change was important not only because it signalled the emergence of a new petitionary lexicon, but also because the language itself articulated a new way of describing the relationship between the king and his subjects. Specifically, it signalled the emergence of a fully-fledged and widely employed linguistic strategy of politeness, in which the king was held to be the very paragon of dignity and virtue. 8 Changes in the use of titles and other forms of opening address in prose writing have been subjected to detailed investigation in an early modern context, much of this work drawing on the findings of the Helsinki Corpus of Early English Correspondence (CEEC); 9 but little attention has been given to the subject before English became the principal language of prose writing-that is, before the fifteenth century. 10 The terms of reference for such an undertaking are, in any case, quite different from those of this article. While the private, personal and familial nature of much of the correspondence included in the CEEC has lent itself very fruitfully to sociolinguistic analysis, allowing scholars to take into account key factors such as the social background of the individual writer and increasing levels of literacy in society, the petitions which are the subject of this study are of a very different order. 11 As products of a professional and largely anonymous writing class, and as documents intended specifically for presentation to the king or his ministers, petitions do not lend themselves to social analysis, but instead require contextualisation within the political, institutional and administrative environments of the time. 12 The circumstances of their composition also create particular challenges. Because of the peculiar epistolary status of petitions, as texts which were drafted outside the immediate orbit of royal government but which were nevertheless intended to be received and processed within that government, the status of the vocabulary of petitions is ambiguous. 13 The words chosen to articulate petitions constituted the normative vocabulary of the act of addressing royal authority, and so retained a formal, controlled and predictable quality; but the vocabulary was also inherently unstable, in so far as it was shaped by the individual choices of dozens, and possibly many hundreds, of clerks or lawyers who wrote what they thought were correct and appropriate epistolary forms. Another layer of complexity emerges if we ponder the motives which underlay the use of language in petitions. Petitions were strongly circumscribed by the dictates of epistolary convention (i.e. the ars dictaminis), 14 and yet at the same time they were fundamentally 13. It is a common mistake to assume that petitions were the product of the late medieval English Chancery. To a large extent this view may have been influenced by work on the English-language petitions of the fifteenth century, which have been characterised as adopting 'chancery English'; see, in particular, J.H. Fisher, M. Richardson and J.L. Fisher, An Anthology of Chancery English (Knoxville, 1984) . Although some Chancery clerks undoubtedly engaged in petition-writing, they would only have done so on a freelance basis; the majority of petitions were probably written by a much wider selection of clerks, scriveners and lawyers based both in and around Westminster and in the localities. For discussion of this point, see Dodd, Justice and Grace, pp. 302-9.
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EHR, CXXIX. 538 (June. 2014) Kingship, parliament and the Court the products of the creative mind of the clerk responsible for their compilation. This creates a tension between an approach which regards the linguistic forms of petitions in purely functional terms, as the products of instrumentality, where the writer chose words as a matter of form but attached no great importance to what they signified; and an alternative approach which sees the use of language as a matter of conviction, where words or phrases were carefully and deliberately selected in order to achieve maximum impact, or to project political or ideological concepts.
In only one context has the change in the diplomatic style of petitions been investigated. In 1995 Nigel Saul wrote an article which has been widely cited, and for the most part broadly accepted, in modern academic interpretations of the reign of Richard II. 15 Saul highlighted the appearance in the 1390s of what he described as a new 'vocabulary of kingship', a novel set of linguistic forms which were actively fostered by Richard II to enhance his authority. At the very core of Saul's thesis are the words of the contemporary chronicler Thomas Walsingham, who reported that, at the time of the Revenge Parliament of 1397, the royal favourite Sir John Bushy: …attributed to [Richard II], not human qualities, but divine, inventing flattering and extravagant expressions which were entirely inappropriate to describe mere mortals. So, whenever he addressed the king sitting on his throne, he would extend his arms, and prostrate himself before him, his hands in suppliant mode, so to speak, beseeching his exalted, high and worshipful majesty to deign to grant this or that request. The youthful king, being ambitious for honourable titles, and loving flattery, did not curb this adulation as it behoved him, but was extremely delighted by it.
16
Walsingham's observations appear to support Saul's analysis of petitionary diplomatic language in the 1390s, which showed how words such as 'majesty', 'highness' and 'Prince' began to appear for the first time, and how there was a notable increase in the use of complimentary 15. N. Saul, 'Richard II and the Vocabulary of Kingship', English Historical Review, cx (1995), pp. 854-77. The case is summarised in N. Saul, 'The Kingship of Richard II', in A. Goodman and J.L. Gillespie, eds., Richard II: The Art of Kingship (Oxford, 1999) , pp. 37-57, esp. 46. The one notable recent dissenting voice is that of Chris Fletcher who, while accepting Saul's general chronology for the newly emerging petitionary vocabulary, nevertheless rejects the suggestion that Richard II and his friends were responsible for this innovation. Fletcher instead argues for a 'bottom-up' dynamic, stating that 'such references to the king's pre-eminent status could serve to emphasize the obedience of those who, both in their actions in 1386-8 and in the continuing restrictions they imposed on the king, had behaved anything but obediently to the king's will'. His views appear to have been informed by the choice of a petition presented by the dukes of Gloucester and York in 1390 to illustrate the new linguistic forms: Fletcher, Richard II, pp. 204-7 (quotation at 207).
16. epithets in the opening addresses of petitions. Saul regarded these linguistic developments as an expression of Richard II's particular brand of kingship. When Henry IV came to the throne, therefore, he apparently dispensed with the 'more high-flown of the addresses in which Richard had delighted in his last years' and settled on a more moderate language that nevertheless retained its use as a 'tool for the promotion of obedience'.
17
The great attraction of Saul's work is that it fits very well with widely held assumptions about Richard's overblown opinion of his own status and the great importance that he attached to having his subjects show him obedience and deference. The idea that Richard II cultivated a distinctive form of kingship resting on exalted and sycophantic linguistic constructions that were quite different from those used by his predecessors is now a familiar paradigm, and one that has proved as attractive to literary scholars as it has to historians.
18
But closer examination of Richard's supposed advocacy of these new linguistic forms reveals some important difficulties. Firstly, the chronology does not work. Saul himself noted that some of these new terms had appeared in petitions prior to the 1390s, 19 but these examples were dismissed from the main discussion on the grounds that they fell short of demonstrating that a 'language of majesty' existed that was comparable to what appeared at the end of Richard II's reign. Instead, Saul reasoned that 'the new forms came in over a short time, and almost without warning, at the beginning of the 1390s. This suggests that they were introduced at the deliberate behest of the king and court '. 20 Secondly, how were these new linguistic devices promoted by Richard II and his advisers? Walsingham rather tellingly ascribed to Richard a passive role in the process, noting with disapproval that he did not stop these words; but the whole tenor of Saul's article is that this was part of a calculated royal policy of self-promotion and that Richard took a particular interest-indeed, personally instigated-these modes of expression 'to promote a loftier and more exalted image of himself '.
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In historical sociolinguistic theory it is perfectly possible for there to be a 'top-down' process in which the prestige attached by elites to 17 Kingship, parliament and the Court particular language forms facilitates their usage more widely, 22 but it is unclear how this might have worked in the 1390s. Petitions were not written at the behest of the crown. They could not, therefore, have served as models for propagating a new, officially approved, petitionary diplomatic. Other reasons are therefore needed to explain why these changes occurred; exploring what they were is the principal task of the following discussion.
This study draws on the results of an extended survey of the opening address clauses of petitions presented to the crown in the period from 1350 to 1405. The petitions are from the series SC 8 ('Ancient Petitions') of The National Archives (TNA) , which, although the product of misguided nineteenth-century archival rationalisation, is nevertheless to a large extent derived from the original bundles or files of private petitions which were presented to the king and his councillors in Parliament between the late thirteenth and mid-fifteenth centuries. 23 The survey begins midway through the fourteenth century, when petitionary diplomatic for the most part still conformed to the linguistic norms that had been established during the reign of Edward I. It moves forwards into the first years of the fifteenth century in order to see what impact, if any, the deposition of Richard II in 1399 had on the way that petitioners addressed their supplications in Parliament. For each five-year block from 1350 to 1405, a group of forty petitions has been assembled; the total number of petitions scrutinised in the survey (440) represents approximately 10 per cent of the overall number of extant petitions from these years. Examples were selected randomly using TNA's online catalogue, though some discrimination was exercised to ensure that only those examples that could be securely dated to each span of five years were incorporated (petitions were not dated contemporaneously; the contents of SC 8 have since been assigned dates by modern archivists by cross-referencing to other record collections and published sources). The main findings of this survey are presented in a series of charts in the Appendix.
I
The single most important discovery to emerge from this survey is that the elaboration of the opening addresses to petitions was a long-term, gradual and cumulative process. It was gradual because the first signs 22 of this change appeared in a small number of cases in the 1350s and spread only slowly. It was cumulative because the elaboration of the language of the address clauses occurred as a series of successive stages, each building on the last, and each advancing the level of linguistic flamboyance and ostentation. In the 1350s and 1360s, single epithets first appear in a small but growing number of requests. 24 In the early 1370s there is further growth, and later in the decade a notable surge. A decline in the number of single epithets takes place across the 1380s, but this is explained by the rise of double epithets, which peak at this time. Meanwhile, from the early 1380s, a small number of petitions begin to employ triple epithets, and there are even one or two examples, from the 1390s, where four epithets are used to address the king. 25 Thus, whereas in 1350 petitions employing epithets in the opening address were almost entirely absent, by the turn of the fourteenth century the opposite was true: hardly any petitions did not address the king using at least one epithet. All of these trends are illustrated in Figure 1 .
The vocabulary of the epithets is illustrated in Figure 2 . This shows that for most of the period surveyed the word most commonly used to address the king was tresredoute. This was followed by tresexcellent, and then tresgraciouse. As the number of epithets increased, the repertoire of superlatives similarly expanded. Tressovereign appears in one or two isolated instances at the beginning of the reign of Richard II, and reappears more strongly in the 1390s. Trespuissant features in a small but consistent number of instances from the early 1380s; tresnoble never really catches on at all. These words were chosen carefully to suggest that the king possessed the virtues of an ideal ruler. 26 Tresredoute, tressovereign and trespuissant were all terms that emphasised the king's role as the ultimate source of justice and authority in the realm. The peace and harmony of the kingdom depended on the strength of the king's rule and the potency of his reputation. These were qualities with which any king would have been glad to be associated, but it is particularly interesting to note the coincidence of the marked expansion in the use of the term tressovereign with the inception of the new Lancastrian dynasty at the beginning of the fifteenth century, 27 seemingly at the expense of the term tresredoute. It is tempting to regard this as a reaction to the usurpation of 1399 and an indication of a desire by petitioners to affirm the legitimacy of their new king. Tresredoute-literally translated as 'most feared'-may not have resonated quite so readily with Henry IV, who was attempting to attract support after his controversial seizure of power; use of the word dropped off noticeably in the early 1400s. Tresexcellent served to underscore the soundness of a king's character and his good judgement: the common interest was best served by a king who 24 In light of the interpretations of the reign of Richard II that I have alluded to, the words 'majesty', 'royal' and 'highness' are of particular interest, but these too formed part of a broader pattern of long-term linguistic change. The word 'highness' first appears in the petitions in the early 1360s; the use of the word 'royal' occurs from the early 1370s; and 'majesty' makes its first appearance in the late 1370s-these all occur in the petitio or concluding clauses of petitions ( fig. 3) . 28 For example, a private petition presented by the prior of the hospital of St John of Jerusalem in 1383 concluded 'qe plese a vostre roiale mageste relessez et pardoner al dit priour et ses successours a touz jours la dite ferme ou rent de xv s'. 29 In the 1390s, none of these words is used separately in more than a quarter of the petitions surveyed. The word 'prince' hardly features at all: in a sample of eighty petitions from the 1390s, only one example has been found. 30 A petition presented to the duke of York in 1395, when he presided over parliament during Richard's absence in Ireland, shows that the high-flown and obsequious vocabulary which has come to be associated with Richard II's kingship was actually a broader linguistic phenomenon: the duke was addressed with a triple epithet ('tresredoute tresexcellent et trespuissant') and the request concluded by appealing to his 'haute seignurie'. 31 Even more significant is a petition presented to the king in 1391 in which his uncle, John of Gaunt, duke of Lancaster, was referred to as 'le tresnoble et trespuissant Prince Duc de Guyene', and elsewhere, 'a dit trespuissant prince'.
32
At the same time as the address clauses in petitions increasingly elevated the status and personal qualities of the king, or of his lieutenants, the petitioners themselves sought to emphasise their unwavering sense of devotion to the sovereign ( fig. 4 ). The word 'humble', used either as an adverb ('the petitioner humbly prays') or as an adjective ('your humble petitioner'), appeared more and more frequently from the 1360s onwards. There was also a greater propensity for petitioners to describe themselves by using relational nouns such as 'liege', 'servant' and (from religious petitioners) 'orator' or 'chaplain', and to preface these with suitably deferential qualifiers such as 'poor', 'simple' or 'devoted'. Underlying the introduction of these new terms of deference was a desire to emphasise the disparity in the standing of petitioners and the monarch. This had an obvious rhetorical purpose, emphasising both the petitioner's need for assistance and the king's indubitable ability to provide it. The results of this survey would therefore suggest that the 1390s formed part of a long-term process of linguistic change. It is true that this decade saw more elaborate linguistic forms than had been used previously, but the same could be said of every decade since the 1350s. Indeed, in the 1400s the process continued, and the address clauses to petitions became, if anything, even more ornamental. Therefore, there is no reason to suppose that changes in petitionary vocabulary in the 1390s were connected to Richard's supposed reconceptualisation of his kingship. Nor, it should be said, does the evidence support a more recent view that changes to petitionary diplomatic reflected appeasing tendencies on the part of those who had restricted the royal prerogative in the late 1380s and 1390s.
33 Such short-term political factors do not appear to have been the principal dynamic in the evolving language of petitions in the late fourteenth century. Instead, the survey of the language used in petitions emphasises the need to place the use of this vocabulary in a broader perspective, especially with regard to the terms 'majesty', 'highness' and 'royal', which have arguably been given far greater significance than is warranted by the low frequency of their usage. These words were used in only a small minority of the petitions private which have been surveyed, and this was also true of the common petitions presented in the 1390s: out of 127 common petitions from this decade, only seven referred to the king's 'majesty'. 34 If these words had mattered, if they had made a material difference to the chances of a petitioner securing redress, one would expect a much higher frequency of usage. That they were not used very frequently suggests that they did not matter in this way. This, in turn, suggests that the reasons for these linguistic changes are to be found not in administrative, ideological or political imperatives, but in underlying and long-term shifts in diplomatic and dictaminal practice.
Figures 1-4 show that these linguistic changes were already taking place in the 1350s and 1360s, but they also indicate that these stylistic developments, and especially the use of the complimentary epithet, really took off in the 1370s. A clue as to what may have influenced this great increase is to be found in the fact that some of the earliest petitions to adopt these new formal styles came from petitioners with connections to the Black Prince. In 1378, for example, Richard, bailiff of Reading and formerly purchaser of herring for the Black Prince, presented a request 524 EHR, CXXIX. 538 (June. 2014) Kingship, parliament and the Court to Richard II in which the king was addressed: 'A vostre tresexcellent hautesse roiale'. 35 In 1376, the people of the Wirral-a region that had fallen within the Black Prince's lordship as earl of Chester-presented a petition that addressed Edward III: 'A treshaute et tresexellent Seignour nostre Seignour le Roy'. 36 This was unusual not only for employing the double epithet, but also for using the word treshaute. In early 1377, the mayor and burgesses of Libourne, a town in Aquitaine where the Black Prince had formerly ruled as duke, addressed Edward III: 'A nostre tresexcellent et tresredoubte seignur le Roy'. They concluded their request by appealing to his 'tresexcellent et roial mageste'.
37 Such markedly florid language matched the Black Prince's reputation for courtly opulence rivalling that of any prince of Western Europe in the fourteenth century.
38 He was once famously described by the Anonimalle Chronicle as 'so high and of such great standing' that he would make suitors at his court in Aquitaine sometimes wait for four or five days before receiving them, and then they would be required to approach him on their knees. 39 The accentuated nature of this behaviour, as reported by the Anonimalle chronicler, may have originated in the circumstances of the Black Prince's rule over Aquitaine in the 1360s, and the need to underline the independent, sovereign nature of his authority in the face of French claims of overlordship. If this was so, it would seem that the Black Prince was behaving as a prince ought to behave-keeping his subjects at arm's length and insisting on extravagant displays of subservience to reinforce his pre-eminent political position in the region. 40 Fortunately, this connection between the Black Prince and elaborate forms of supplicatory address can be explored further through the existence in TNA series SC 8 of a self-contained collection of thirtytwo petitions addressed and presented directly to the Black Prince during his father's retirement from government in 1375-6. 41 All but two of these petitions addressed the Prince with one or more epithets-a significantly greater proportion than those employed in the petitions presented to the king in the same period. More remarkable is the fact that double epithets were the norm in these petitions; it was to be another decade before they were introduced in petitions addressed to 35 the king. In six petitions the term trespuissant was used to address the Prince, even though this term did not appear in petitions to the king until the early 1380s; 42 and in another four cases treshaut or hautesse was used, a concentration that would not appear in petitions to the king until the second half of the reign of Richard II. 43 In one of these cases the Prince's 'haute magesty' was appealed to; in another, his 'benign grace'. The Black Prince died in 1376 and so was in no position to influence-directly or indirectly-how petitioners addressed his son when the latter succeeded to the throne in 1377; but perhaps the underlying dynamic was the consequence of broader and more subtle shifts in political culture, brought about in part by the great influx of the Black Prince's men into the royal household and more generally the court of the young Richard II in the late 1370s. 44 It is therefore possible to speculate that the origins of the enhanced linguistic flamboyance of these years lay in the continental influences exerted on the Prince, the members of his household and his bureaucrats during their extended stay in Aquitaine between 1363 and 1370. 45 Discerning what these continental influences might have been and how they manifested themselves is, however, no easy task, for the French Crown, unlike the English Crown, did not routinely keep the supplications it received from the king's subjects. 46 Moreover, as we shall see, extreme care must be taken to distinguish French petitionsor requêtes-from French letters, of which large numbers have been printed. 47 Nevertheless, one very rare example of a French requête, dating to the late thirteenth century, suggests that the language of deference was indeed accepted as part of the French petitionary idiom. It was addressed: 'A vostre grant hautesce, tres gentieus rois de France'.
48
A request written by English proctors in Paris in the 1330s also gave the French king a more formal and respectful introduction: 'A nostre Roiale mageste supplientz…'. 49 Although the majority of Gascon petitions presented to English kings remained loyal to conventional English diplomatic norms, 50 a significant minority also used the term 'royal majesty' to address the king from early in the fourteenth century onwards. 51 This was almost unheard of in an 'English' petitionary context, and lends weight to the idea that 'majesty' was a peculiarly continental concept. 52 More telling, perhaps, are the petitions which were presented to the English king from other parts of the French kingdom, in particular from his ancestral county of Ponthieu, which had become a Plantagenet territory in 1279 as the inheritance of Eleanor of Castile. A number of these cluster to the early 1330s, when Edward III had recently seized power from his mother Isabella and Roger Mortimer. The evidence points to a continental writing style that was far more ostentatious than that being practised in England at the time. This can be seen, for example, in a petition presented by the community of Crécy in c. 1330 58 These levels of ostentation were quite untypical of the diplomatic employed in petitions originating from England at the time. The divergence of the 'French' petitions from these diplomatic norms suggests that the drafting clerks were either ignorant of English practice or else were influenced by the wishes of the petitioners themselves, who could not bring themselves to address the king of England in a manner which they may have regarded as being unsophisticated and even disrespectful.
II
Understanding why English clerks introduced complimentary epithets into the petitionary idiom in the mid-fourteenth century requires two particular strands of enquiry: one explores the writing culture of the clerks, scribes and lawyers who wrote the petitions; and the other explores the institutional context in which the petitions were presented. In both of these matters, the figure of the Oxford dictator Thomas Sampson looms large. 59 His work, in fact, provides the key to understanding some of the broader cultural and linguistic trends which affected petition-writing in the mid-fourteenth century. Sampson was a teacher of the art of letter-writing, the ars dictaminis.
60 He was not a famous scholar. On the contrary, at Oxford, the ars dictaminis was not a formally recognised academic subject. Sampson was one of a number of individuals who made their living by teaching students the rules and practical skills of formal prose composition in a private capacity.
61
But he was a successful teacher and a prolific writer. 62 The work of his which has a particular relevance for our purposes is an untitled treatise which survives in several versions from the middle years of the reign 63 It is significant because it contains one of the earliest attempts to define the various types of written supplication available to a suitor. In his scheme, Sampson classified a complaint of trespass as a 'supplication of the temporality' (supplicacion de temperaltee); a complaint for which the king or his ministers could provide a remedy as a 'bill' (bille); a request of a senior member of the clergy, such as the pope or a bishop, as a 'supplication' (supplicacione); and all other types of requests as a 'letter'.
Sampson's preamble points to the importance of knowing how to address and conclude such documents. This was the central pillar of the treatise, one of the main purposes of which was to instruct its readers on what forms of courtesy best fitted the social status of those to whom they were writing: 'so it is necessary', Sampson asserts, 'to know the manner of [the entreaty's] commencement and the respects (reverences) that should be placed at the beginning of the [opening] clauses and the conclusion and subsalutation, as well as its style (estiles)'. He then notes how a king should be addressed: 'In the first place this is the way to make a bill to the king': 'A nostre tresredoute et tresnoble seignour, or A tresexcelent et tresgraciouse seignour, nostre seignour le Roi'. These formulae clearly resonate with the address clauses of later fourteenthcentury parliamentary petitions. Particular stress was placed on applying the correct hierarchy of acclaim. Sampson was quite specific that the epithets tresexcellent et tresredoute should be given to no person 'except to an emperor or king or prince', though he concedes later on that these compliments can also be used in correspondence addressed to the queen. He then listed the appropriate epithets for men of lower social rank: a duke was to be addressed tresreverent et tresnoble, an earl or baron treshonere et tresreverent, and a knight trescher et honourable. 67 Sampson belonged to a new generation of 'home-grown' teachers of grammar and prose who, unlike their predecessors, were not content to rely on the importation of foreign manuals to understand the precepts of the ars dictaminis, but developed their own textbooks and teaching materials that were more clearly applicable to an English epistolary context.
68
In this respect, one notable feature of Sampson's work was his decision to write in French. Previously, Latin had predominated in such formularies. This indicates the strongly practical nature of Sampson's treatise, but it also hints at the changing status of the French language. On this question, recent work has pointed in two different directions. On the one hand, historical linguistic analysis suggests that French had lost its primacy by the third quarter of the fourteenth century, and that by the 1370s it was no longer a 'native' language but a taught second language. 69 On the other hand, Ardis Butterfield has argued that ars dictaminis treatises and the other pedagogical French works that proliferated from the mid-fourteenth century onwards were intended to refine the use of French rather than to provide elementary tuition, and so do not indicate that the language was in 'decline'. 70 The two perspectives need not, however, be seen in opposition if one accepts that, while the use of French may have declined in overall terms, among those who continued to use it, and especially those who used it in a professional context, there was nevertheless greater demand to achieve high levels of proficiency. 71 The trend towards greater epistolary Kingship, parliament and the Court elaboration may, indeed, have indicated that the French language was acquiring an elite status. In an early modern context, a shift from complex to simple linguistic norms in letter writing has led historical socio-linguists to conclude that the number of letter writers had expanded. 72 We may therefore speculate that the opposite occurred in the fourteenth century, and that the emergence in written French of the new and more elaborate epistolary forms advocated by Sampson reflected, if not a contraction in the actual number of scribes and clerks able to write such documents, then at least a growing sense of professional identity within their ranks.
However, though the flattering linguistic forms used by Thomas Sampson were groundbreaking in the context of petition writing, they were already well established in a letter-writing context. 73 They can be found as a matter of course in letters framed in Latin. In 1325, the bishop of Lincoln wrote a letter to Edward II in which the king was addressed: 'Excellentissimo domino suo domino Edwardo, Dei gracia illustri regi Anglie…'. 74 The people of Faversham addressed Edward I in 1301 as 'Nobilissimo principi ac domino suo…'. 75 In 1333, Edward III received a letter from the prior of Drax which addressed the king: 'Serenissimo Principi et domino suo excellentissimo domino Edwardo…'. 76 And, in 1345, when the people of York wrote to the king informing him of the election of their mayor, they addressed him as 'Illustrissimo princeps'.
77
The word princeps is clearly important here, for it appears as a matter of common form in a large proportion of the letters sent to the king. The high level of ostentation to be found in Latin letters is equally evident in letters written in French. In 1299, the people of 81 In 1330 Eleanor, the widow of Hugh Despenser, began her letter to the king: 'Plaise a vostre Roial mageste'. 82 Thus, while the ars dictaminis, and the elaborate epistolary forms it advocated, played a clear and important role in underpinning international diplomacy and inter-court correspondence, 83 this evidence of letters to the English king from his English subjects indicates that the use of such forms in that context was neither a novelty of the late fourteenth century nor introduced into the petitionary idiom simply as a result of the importation of continental practice. 84 In the early fourteenth century, there was no separation between a tradition of English functionality on the one hand, and continental ostentation on the other; instead, the distinction lay in a presumption on the part of the English that petitions and letters were discrete written forms.
The importance of Sampson's treatise therefore lies in its implicit assertion that letters and petitions ought, in fact, to be indistinguishable forms of writing and that the epistolary conventions that were already in operation in England in a letter-writing context should now be applied to the writing of petitions. In effect, Sampson was asserting that petitions ought also to be framed, as letters were, according to the linguistic conventions of the ars dictaminis. 85 This meant paying particular attention to addressing one's superiors in an appropriately respectful and deferential manner. 86 Kingship, parliament and the Court petitioners to deploy a ritualised vocabulary which affirmed the regal qualities possessed by the king. The masters of the ars dictaminis were instrumental in articulating the practical consequences of this changed outlook, but it appears unlikely that they can be credited with the initial impetus. For this we must return to wider political and cultural spheres. For we need to understand not only why petitions came to adopt new and flattering forms of address in the second half of the fourteenth century, but also-and just as importantly-what factors mitigated against this process happening earlier.
Since these were specifically parliamentary petitions, the obvious place to look for broader explanations is Parliament itself. Indeed, changes in the petitionary idiom can be seen to accord with an important shift in the nature of Parliament over the course of the fourteenth century. When Parliament first received petitions in large numbers, early in the reign of Edward I, it did so primarily to relieve an overburdened and increasingly inadequate legal system. The petitioners who flocked to Parliament in these early years brought with them issues which had previously been handled by royal justices in the king's courts, and principally in the busy sessions of the general eyre, the main institution for the administration of royal justice in the localities. 87 Petitioning in Parliament was therefore not a new departure, but drew on a tradition of written plaints or bills which had existed in a common-law context, as a popular alternative to the original writ, since the early thirteenth century. 88 This is why, in their length, vocabulary and structure, late thirteenth-and early fourteenth-century parliamentary petitions are so similar to the bills that were presented in the eyre courts. 89 Particularly noticeable is the use in early parliamentary petitions of the verb se pleynt, which directly mirrored the language of the bills in eyre. 90 The key to understanding the epistolary terms of reference for these early parliamentary petitions, then, is to see them essentially as instruments of the law, deeply rooted in, and strongly influenced by, the legal culture and traditions of the time. As Mark Ormrod has recently argued, one of the reasons why parliamentary petitions, like bills in eyre, adopted Anglo-Norman French was because they were conceived essentially as written substitutes for the oral pleadings that were conducted in French by serjeants-at-law in the king's courts. 91 Thus, petitioners approached the king with complaints rather than requests. Indeed, in these early years, parliamentary petitions were frequently described in the headings of the parliament rolls as 'pleas' (placita coram domino rege), 92 and the custom of providing Latin summaries of the petitions on the parliament roll, a practice which finally ended in the early 1330s, directly mirrored record-keeping practices in a commonlaw context, where summaries of cases which had been conducted in French were written up as a formal record, in Latin, on the plea rolls.
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The very act of enrolling petitions placed the parliamentary record of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries very firmly within the documentary culture of the law. Brevity, precision and sobriety were the hallmarks of legal pleading and these too were the qualities attached to the writing of petitions at the time. 94 The use of flattering epithets and elevated diction was not suited to an environment where Parliament acted as a clearing house for a substantial body of complaint, much of which was dealt with 'behind the scenes' by the king's ministers and justices. 95 In the reign of Edward II, and more particularly during that of his son Edward III, the nature of Parliament shifted. The emergence of the Commons in the early decades of the fourteenth century turned the assembly into a far more perceptibly fiscal, political and, above all, public institution.
96 By the mid-fourteenth century, Parliament's judicial function was greatly diminished. The new petitionary rubric could be regarded as a consequence of these changes. In its earlier configuration, as an assembly directed toward the large-scale dispatch of supplicatory business, utility and functionality determined linguistic choice. But now that Parliament had become more of a 'stately' occasion, where the king came face to face with the community of the realm and engaged in dialogue with it, there was an impetus to develop a more sophisticated and elaborate linguistic framework, especially in the context of appeals to the king's grace. Petitions began to be written less as instruments of legal process and more as expressions of loyalty and deference in an age when the exercise of kingship was taking place more squarely in the public eye. Supplicants no longer 'complained' to the king, but almost always either 'showed' (moustre) him their grievance or 'prayed' (prie) for a remedy. In addition, in the middle Kingship, parliament and the Court years of the fourteenth century Parliament became increasingly concerned with social rank, and in a series of ambitious legislative programmesmost notably the labour laws of 1351 and the sumptuary legislation of 1363-attempts were made both to define and regulate a hierarchical social structure. 97 Petitions were an obvious means of articulating these new attitudes because they were fundamentally expressions of deference on the part of the supplicant towards the recipient. The king, as the head of the body politic, naturally became the main focus of this new emphasis, and it was to him that the most flattering, deferential and polite linguistic forms were reserved. Parliament had, in effect, become an extension of the curia regis, and, as a result, petitions began to adopt a more elaborate and elevated 'courtly' style of writing.
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III
There is evidence to suggest that in the 1350s and 1360s, alongside changes in Parliament, there was also an important shift in the culture of the royal court. 99 In fact, there is good reason to suppose that these broader cultural changes were to a great extent responsible for the reconceptualisation of Parliament. The key factor was the convergence of English and French court cultures following the capture of John II, king of France, at the battle of Poitiers in 1356. France, and the French royal court in particular, had long been regarded as setting the standards of civilised and noble behaviour. 100 The French language, the emergence of 'high St yle'
and acquaintance with the literature and poetry which it generated, were seen as essential markers of courtly refinement and high social status. 101 The presence in England of the king of France, together with a large contingent of the most senior members of the French aristocracy, further stimulated the established francophone culture. As one recent commentator has put it, 'in the late 1350s the court of Edward III could claim to be the centre of the French-speaking world'. 102 This in turn led to a great flowering of interest in French literature and widespread cultural exchange, as summarised by Elizabeth Salter: '[t]he literary coteries of England during these years would have contained, as a matter of course, French and English patrons, with French and English poets attached, in a variety of ways, to their households'. 103 Chaucer himself drew heavily on French literary models to inspire his earliest poetry, including, most famously, the Book of Duchess. 104 He, like Jean Froissart, who was a member of the household of Queen Philippa, may have been responsible for compiling a number of French-language works in the 1360s. 105 French poetry in general-especially lyric poetry-appears to have circulated widely among the English aristocracy at this time, no doubt in part because of the influence of Guillaume de Machaut, the foremost French poet of his time and a member of King John II's household. 106 It was in his work, in particular, that the Middle French lyric acquired new levels of rhetorical, allegorical and metaphorical complexity.
There is an obvious link to be made between the resurgence of interest in French literary culture in the mid-fourteenth century and the use of French in more elaborate and sophisticated forms in petitions that occurred at roughly the same time. The move away from its rather bland and utilitarian employment to more expressive and sophisticated petitionary modes parallels the way in which Anglo-Norman French was 536 EHR, CXXIX. 538 (June. 2014) Kingship, parliament and the Court increasingly regarded as a language of literary and courtly refinement, as well as a marker of learning and linguistic prowess. 107 In fact, close analysis of Chaucer's linguistic style has led some scholars to conclude that he was strongly influenced by 'curial prose' and drew on many of its characteristics in his own compositions. 108 In his groundbreaking study of the administrative origins of curial prose, even John Burnley conceded that the antecedents of this style may have been located, at least partially, in the French literary sources which informed Chaucer's work, including the Livre de Mellibee et de Prudence and 'other literary texts of French origin'.
109 Larry Benson takes the argument a step further, arguing that Chaucer was nothing less than the founder of the 'courtly tradition that dominated English verse from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries'. 110 The origins of this courtly tradition lay in 'two centuries of courtly, chivalric decency in French literature … [Chaucer's] 
111 It is not unreasonable to suppose that a strong impetus for Chaucer's move in this direction lay in the connections he had with Edward III's court in the 1360s as an esquire of the royal household, 112 and the contact that he therefore had with more sophisticated modes of noble and honourable courtly language. 113 Clearly, the evidence for the influence exerted by French literature on a new style of administrative writing can only be suggestive. But, in an age when increasing regard was being paid to elevated French in literary texts, it is easy to see how this might have transferred into other Frenchlanguage contexts, especially in forms of writing that addressed the sovereign. The rather crude, workmanlike language of early fourteenthcentury petitions was displaced by vocabulary which properly accorded to the king the highest dignities and honours attached to his regal office. Given how fully engaged the clerks, scribes and administrators of Westminster and London who drafted petitions were likely to have been in the literary culture of the royal court, the dissemination of these new values cannot have been too hard to achieve. Other factors may also have contributed to this move towards greater formality and deference. Although the Treaty of Brétigny in 1360 ultimately failed to deliver the diplomatic triumph which had been anticipated, the resounding defeat of the French armies at Poitiers four years earlier in 1356, the captivity and negotiations for the ransoming of John II, and the reality of the English occupation of a substantial portion of France itself, were extraordinary vindications of the power and prestige of the English Crown. Moreover, in these same years, Edward III challenged the authority of the papacy by implementing a bold and aggressive legislative programme which, in theory, asserted the fundamental principles that the right to provide benefices belonged to the king alone, and that appeals to Rome must first be approved by the royal courts. 115 As the personification of English triumph abroad and unchallenged sovereignty at home, one can well see how attitudes towards the king might have altered to reflect this, and new ways were sought to express and celebrate the new-found glory of the English monarchy. 116 Petitions to the papal court, like those to the French court, had long employed sycophantic and ostentatious linguistic forms, so the adoption of a similar style in petitions to Edward III may have symbolised a broader conception of the supremacy of the English monarchy in Western Europe. 117 The mood of the populace was perhaps captured in a petition presented in September 1360 which addressed Edward III as 'the most powerful king in all the world'. 118 Interestingly, this example also included a generous supply of complimentary epithets, highly unusual for this time, which suggests a close link between the king's successes and the eulogising of his person. Kingship, parliament and the Court recently suggested that parliamentary sessions became notably more grandiose from the middle decades of the century. 120 Opening speeches incorporated sermons which eulogised the qualities possessed by the king. King's serjeants were apparently called upon to act as 'masters of ceremonies'. For the first time, accounts from these years show that Westminster was specially decked out for meetings of Parliament.
Twice in the 1360s parliaments ended with lavish banquets to which the whole parliamentary community was invited. It was also in the middle decades of the fourteenth century that the committees set up to pass judgement on petitions expanded considerably. 121 That this occurred at a time when the number of private petitions handled by Parliament was actually contracting suggests that nomination to the committees was now seen as an opportunity to project and affirm social rank. Edward was transforming Parliament into an occasion to celebrate the magnificence of his kingship. In this, he may have been influenced by the example set by Charles V, who in the 1360s was consciously using the parlement of Paris to project a much sharper image of his regal status.
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IV
In the late 1370s and 1380s, the culture of the court resonated with petitionary diplomatic in a very different way. As I have noted, this was a key period in the development of the new petitionary style of writing. It was during these years that the vocabulary of flattery and deference became more or less the norm in petitionary diplomatic, that new terms such as trespuissant and majesty entered the supplicatory lexicon, and that the triple epithet appeared, raising the bar of linguistic opulence even higher. It was also at this point that the royal court became the focus of intense scrutiny, both politically-particularly in Parliament-and also in literature, in the work of poets such as Clanvowe, Gower, Usk and Chaucer. 123 The particular interest of such work, for our purposes, lies in the undercurrent of anxiety that it exhibited towards the use of language in a courtly context, and in particular, the fear that, through the use of rhetoric and flattery, power could be misused or misdirected. under Edward III as a mark of gentility and noble status had, under Richard II, turned into a dangerous and subversive mode of behaviour which threatened the very stability of government. For these poets, the desire of courtiers for influence and largesse was analogous to a suitor trying to secure the affection of his lover; it was often through the literary topos of a debate about love that they found a way to explore and criticise the attributes of courtly semantics. In John Clanvowe's Book of Cupide, for example, an argument between a cuckoo and a nightingale about the nature of love turns into a discussion about the particular merits of court language. The cuckoo has no patience for the 'queynt lawes' of the court, and contrasts his own 'trewe and pleyn' song, which can be understood by everybody, with the 'queynt crie' of 'ocy! ocy!' uttered by the nightingale, which is not understood by anybody and is meaningless. 124 Further on, the cuckoo laments the injustice of Cupid's hold over those seeking love, stating that 'untrew folke he esith/ And trewe folke so bitterly displesith'. 125 The subversion of truth provides the moral underpinning to Clanvowe's critique of courtly speech. The same theme is also found in some of the later works of Chaucer, who evidently came to regard 'courtly language' with a degree of scepticism because of its potential to disguise evil intentions. 126 In his Legend of Good Women, Alceste berates Cupid for not paying closer attention to the subversive use of language by the flatterers of his court, saying that 'This man to yow may falsly ben accused/ That as by right him oughte ben exused./ For in youre court ys many a losengeour [i.e. flatterer],/ And many a queynte totelere accusour'. 127 In his Troilus and Criseyde, it is the use of flattery and deception by Pandurus, the consummate courtier of Troy, which provides the platform for a damning exposition of the falseness and harm of the courtly mode of speech.
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How far this criticism was aimed at the elaborate stylistic forms to be found in written supplications is difficult to assess. In one sense, the connections cannot be denied, for anyone approaching the king hoping to secure special dispensation or an act of grace was, strictly speaking, a suitor at the king's court. Indeed, it can be reasonably assumed that the language used in written petitions closely mirrored, and was probably heavily influenced by, the latest linguistic fashions present at the court. However, it is unlikely that the high-flown language of late fourteenth-century petitions was regarded as the Kingship, parliament and the Court most invidious threat to the nation's political wellbeing. The petitions examined in this study were presented in Parliament, and it was through Parliament that political opposition to the royal court in the 1380s was principally channelled. 129 If language which expressed high regard for the king's status and authority was deemed in itself to be a matter of contention, it is unlikely that such vocabulary would have remained in use during these years. Moreover, extreme levels of sycophancy continued to be employed in the supplications of Henry IV's reign, as the charts in the Appendix demonstrate, even though by this time the virtues of 'plain speaking' were built into state policy. 130 Context, then, is vital. The criticisms levelled at the language of flattery were directed in the main towards the court of Richard II, and specifically the royal chamber, where a few dozen well-connected and unscrupulous household knights were thought to be able to sway the king's mind without external scrutiny. 131 This was different from the institutionalised context of Parliament where, although similar levels of courtesy were shown, they were expressed in a more 'public' and controlled environment. The poets, and by extension public opinion, were not concerned by the flattery expressed in petitions, which was routine, formulaic and written down; it was the flattering, opportunistic speech to which the king was exposed within his private apartments that caused alarm.
Criticisms of the use of flattery in the court were, however, accompanied by a commentary critiquing the use of ornate linguistic style. Here, the concern was not politics or personal integrity, but social position and comprehensibility; and this commentary had a direct bearing on petitions, as one of the most prominent forms of elevated writing of the day. Chaucer was well aware of the stylistic traits of high style. In the Squire's Tale, a strange knight enters the hall and greets everyone there with such unsurpassed politeness that the narrator is not able to represent what was said faithfully, since he 'kan nat clymben ouer so heigh a style'. 132 In the Clerk's Tale, a similar part-mocking, part-self-deprecating stance is taken when the host asks the clerk to tell a tale, insisting, however, that he ensure that everyone can understand what he says: The host identifies 'Heigh style' as specifically the language used in writing to the king. It is said to deploy 'termes' (specialist or technical terminology), colours (figures of speech) and figures (rhetorical devices), and is characterised as the product of artistic composition ('endite'). It was entirely fitting that the host should make his request of a clerk, since it was clerks who were normally employed to write letters and petitions to the king. This was not any clerk, however, but a 'Clerk of Oxenford', an important and perhaps deliberate reference to the reputation which Oxford had acquired as the focal point of clerical training in the ars dictaminis. This was, then, an acknowledgement of the sophistication and eloquence attached to the 'Heigh style' employed in writing formal correspondence, but at the same time an implicit criticism of its remoteness and impracticality. As an encoded, exclusive language used by only a few trained specialists, it was not universally understood.
Since almost all of the letters and petitions presented to the king in the late fourteenth century were written in French, it is possible that this was as much a commentary on choice of language as it was on the specialist idiom used by the clerk. Chaucer's host in the Clerk's Tale did not need to allude to French directly because everyone would have understood that 'Heigh style' was at this time synonymous with the French language.
134 So his appeal probably derived as much from his awareness of the audience's ignorance of French, as it did from their unfamiliarity with 'termes', 'colours' and 'figures'. In the prologue to his Testament of Love, Thomas Usk justified his use of English precisely on the grounds that 'the understandyng of Englysshmen wol not stretche to the privy termes in Frenche whatsoever we bosten of straunge language'. 135 These are indications that, at the end of the fourteenth century, the prestige which French had acquired over the preceding decades, which had helped sustain it in the culture of the court and which encouraged its users to develop ever more sophisticated linguistic forms in supplications, was being questioned on the grounds 542 EHR, CXXIX. 538 (June. 2014) Kingship, parliament and the Court that its lack of utility made it an impractical language, the value of which was therefore now diminished. 136 French artifice was beginning to lose ground to English plain speaking. It was the eventual tipping of the scales in favour of the latter consideration which led, from the third decade of the fifteenth century, to the adoption of English in supplicatory discourse. 137 The 'high style' of the address clauses did not, however, transfer seamlessly into the English language. Although equivalents of the ornate forms of address to the king found in French-language petitions can be found in a few English-language examples dating to the midfifteenth century, it is significant that these appear to have been only a small minority in comparison to the number of English-language petitions which had entirely dropped the practice of using multiple epithets to describe the king's qualities. Instead, fifteenth-century English-language petitions typically began in a discernibly plainer manner: 'To the kyng oure soveraigne lord'. 138 However, there appears to have been no such move away from the use of flattering epithets in petitions which were addressed to the parliamentary Lords and/ or Commons. In 1439, for example, a petition presented to MPs by Margaret Malefaute began: 'To the ryght wyse and discrete communes of this present parlement besecheth, and the most humble wyse mekely hure compleyneth…'. 139 This suggests that it was mainly a coincidence that the change to a simplified address clause in petitions presented to the king occurred at around the same time as a more general shift in the language used to write petitions, from French to English. The reason for the change of language therefore appears to have had more to do with altered perceptions of what was the appropriate language in which to address the monarch, than with different perceptions about how suitable the French and English languages were for flattering the the emergence of 'high St yle' king. 140 It also suggests, in particular, that the seemingly inexorable escalation of flattering epithets which occurred over the course of the second half of the fourteenth century and the early years of the fifteenth century had finally come to an end, and that linguistic trends-already well established by the 1420s-now determined that the king should be addressed in a much more straightforward and less grandiose manner.
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V
To pull together the many threads of this discussion, we can return to the remarks of Thomas Walsingham, the author of the disparaging appraisal of high-flown language at the end of Richard II's reign quoted at the beginning of this article, and highlighted by Saul. Of one thing there can be no doubt: by the 1390s the flattery employed in supplications to the king had reached unprecedented levels. But Walsingham's other comment, that the terms of flattery were 'strange'-if what he meant by this is that they were novel or innovative-was incorrect. This article has demonstrated that soliciting the king's favour using elevated diction and complimentary epithets was no sudden development of the late 1390s, but was part of a much broader, long-term cultural phenomenon that developed during the second half of the fourteenth century and continued into the fifteenth. For this reason, attempts to explain the appearance of obsequious language in petitions as a product of a calculated royal policy are misconceived. Walsingham's attempt to pin this development on Richard II as an example of his self-indulgence can be dismissed as one of the chronicler's attempts to besmirch the character of the king. 142 143 He continued by describing Henry Bolingbroke's accession to the throne, in the place of Richard, in the following terms: 'Truth therefore will enter, let flattery draw back, which has caused so many evils in our realm, because a man will rule the people, who understands truth, not vanity or flattery'.
In fact, it is doubtful whether the Crown could ever have controlled language in the prescriptive and self-serving manner that some scholars of Richard II's reign have claimed. Instead, a far more complex set of inter-related political, social and cultural factors must be taken into account to explain how and why language changed in these years. Political and military triumphs in the middle years of Edward III's reign transformed a linguistic code of politeness which had previously been employed in traditional terms, in accordance with the longstanding teachings of the ars dictaminis, into a more immediate and broadly conceived expression of royal prestige. These events also fundamentally altered the nature of Parliament, where the king came face to face with the political community, and ushered in an era when the explicit articulation of the power and prestige of the Crown gained widespread currency. In addition, the increased prestige attached to the use of French in this period, both as the refined language of a francophone English court and as the working language of the legal profession and administrative elites, acted as a powerful stimulant to the development of new and sophisticated epistolary forms. No doubt by example, but also through the teachings of a new generation of ars dictaminis teachers, these new epistolary trends caught on and spread. The polite modes of address captured the general mood of a period when greater store was placed on the recognition of social status and political standing. In the localities, as well as at the centre, the language of courtesy, flattery and deference came to define negotiations within power structures. Williams has demonstrated how the language of address clauses in petitions presented in an urban context became more and more ostentatious as the fourteenth century progressed. Adjectives such as sage, droiturels and, most commonly, honourables begin to appear in supplications addressed to the mayor and aldermen of London after 1350. From the 1370s, the holders of civic office also began to be ascribed the honorific titles seigneurs or sirs (rather than simply the meir or hommes). At the same time, supplicants no longer represented themselves as 'good' or 'reputable', but adopted a more deferential vocabulary (i.e. simples, humbles, povres) mirroring very closely the epistolary trends of petitions presented to the Crown. This is an area that would repay further detailed investigation.
the emergence of 'high St yle'
The obvious implication of this new narrative is that we cannot regard the use of obsequious language in petitions as an act of unqualified submission to the king on the part of the petitioner. The problem with the view which takes the Crown as the prime mover in introducing this new vocabulary is that it casts the language-users themselves in an entirely passive mode, seemingly pressured into adopting demeaning stylistic forms as the price to pay for a favourable outcome to their request. On the contrary, a key point to emerge from this discussion is that the appearance of new expressions of flattery and deference reflected the desire of the king's subjects themselves to define kingship in this way. It is worth reiterating that it was not the king or his advisors, but the writers of petitions, who decided to emblazon their writing with colourful and ornate forms of expression. This was a public image of the king created by the king's subjects, who were, in effect, articulating the terms of their own subservience. In this way, the deferential language of late medieval petitions adhered to the sociological model of a 'public transcript'-that is to say, a repertoire of words, actions or principles which defines the acceptable public face of the relationship between dominant and subordinate groups. 145 It was acceptable because both the king and those who petitioned him willingly embraced the new linguistic styles.
Why such emphasis should have been placed on a new vocabulary of exaltation and subservience raises broader questions about the political structures of late fourteenth-century England. As we have seen, the initial impetus for the new epistolary forms occurred at a moment of supreme triumph in the reign of Edward III, when the Crown's stock was at its very highest; but the real development of this vocabulary and its adoption as a universal diplomatic norm occurred in later years when the Crown was weak and ineffectual-in the mid-to late 1370s, when Edward III's star was rapidly fading; in the late 1370s and 1380s, when Richard II was a youth; in the 1390s, when Richard was struggling to assert his authority; and in the 1400s, when the usurper king Henry IV occupied the throne. Language which celebrated the supreme qualities of the king's person, and which gloried in the power and authority which his office possessed, thus came to the fore at precisely the time when the king was lacking in such qualities. Could this language have been used in part to compensate for this long-term crisis in royal authority? In the absence of real power, was it the rhetoric of power that sustained the fabric of political life in these difficult years? 
